Drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for overseas service customers: A critical incident technique approach by Bianchi, Constanza & Drennan, Judy
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Bianchi, Constanza & Drennan, Judy (2012) Drivers of satisfaction and dis-
satisfaction for overseas service consumers : a critical incident technique
approach. Australasian Marketing Journal, 20(1), pp. 97-107.
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/47705/
c© Copyright 2012 Elsevier
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ausmj.2011.08.004
Drivers of Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction for Overseas Service Customers:  a Critical 
Incident Technique Approach  
 
Abstract 
This is one of the few studies in the academic literature that directly addresses inward 
exporting of customer services, which is a topic that has gained less attention from an 
international services marketing point of view. The objective of this study is to explore the 
drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for overseas service customers of higher education 
in Australia. Critical incident technique (CIT) method was used to collect and analyse the 
data and a total of 107 critical incidents were collected. Findings from this study show that 
service satisfaction and dissatisfaction for international students derive from: elements of the 
core service (educational service performance), personal sources (international student 
performance), and the external environment (socialization and host environment 
performance). Additionally, results show that the drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction 
for international students are not necessarily the same. Limitations relating to the specific 







Owing to the increasing importance of the service sector throughout the world, a 
considerable effort has been made by researchers to advance the understanding of 
international marketing services (Dahringer, 1991; Samiee, 1999; Smith et al., 2006). 
Despite the rise in research on service exporting, limited research exists on inward service 
exporters or companies that provide the service to overseas customers in the domestic 
market, such as tourism, education and healthcare industries (Bianchi, 2010; Bjorkman and 
Kock, 1997). Furthermore, this scant research only reflects the perspective of the service 
provider/firm and identifies potential export barriers and drivers of export performance of 
these firms. Notably, the perspective of the overseas customer and the main drivers of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction in a foreign setting have not been explored. 
This research, therefore, addresses this gap by focusing on the key factors influencing 
overseas customer satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Customer satisfaction judgements are 
important for inward exporters because they lead to increased market share, profitability, 
positive word of mouth, increased purchasing, and customer retention (Anderson et al., 
1994; Oliver, 1997).Consumer dissatisfaction, in contrast, is more likely to stop repeat 
purchasing, provide unfavourable word of mouth, increase merchandise return, and engender 
complaints (Cadotte and Turgeon, 1988). Given the intrinsic characteristic of inward service 
exporting involving customer mobility to a new country, overseas customer satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction result from judgements about the core and peripheral elements of the service 
experience (Anderson et al., 2008). This includes not only the service outcome, but also the 
service process, customer interactions with other people in a new context, and the role of the 
customer in adding value to the final experience (Berry et al., 2002; Prahalad and 
Venkatram, 2000; Walter et al., 2010).  
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The objective of this research is to contribute to the inward export process of service 
firms by exploring the main drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for service customers 
in a foreign country. This is consistent with calls for more research on inward 
internationalization and customer mobility (Pauwels and Ruyter, 2005). The research 
methodology for this study applies critical incident technique with international students in 
Australia. Specifically, we consider the core and peripheral elements of the international 
service experience. This recognizes the nature of customer mobility for inward service 
exporting, and addresses the evaluation of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for the full 
experience process.  
In addition to identifying specific incidents resulting in categories and subcategories of 
satisfaction/dissatisfaction drivers for overseas customers in an educational setting, we 
compare our CIT categories with previous studies in higher education to provide potential 
new insights.  
 
2. Literature Review  
 
Research on international services has focused predominantly on the export of 
technological and business-to-business service firms (Coviello and Martin, 1999; Freeman 
and Sandwell, 2008; Gourlay et al., 2005; Patterson, 2004). Studies on international services 
have specifically addressed topics such as international barriers (Dahringer, 1991; Samiee, 
1999; Smith et al., 2006), modes of entry (Ekeledo and Sivakumar, 1998; Erramilli and Rao, 
1993; Vandermerwe and Chadwick, 1989), and drivers of international performance (Styles 
et al., 2005; Winsted and Patterson, 1998). Overall, this research on international services 
implicitly assumes that service exporters must move to foreign markets to provide their 
service.  
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Some service sectors, however, use a different approach to exporting by reversing the 
direction and bringing the foreign customer to the firm’s home country due to structural or 
strategic motives (Roberts, 1999). This is denominated ‘inward exporting’ (Bjorkman and 
Kock, 1997), or ‘importing customers’ (Lovelock et al., 2011), where the service is both 
produced and consumed in the domestic country of the service firm because of local 
resource, or the impossibility to move the service abroad. This domestically-located, 
configuration is found in service industries characterized by simultaneous production and 
consumption, requiring the presence of the overseas customer and domestic provider for the 
service to occur (Ball et al., 2008). As an example, service industries such as education 
(Mazzarol and Soutar, 2008), tourism (Bjorkman and Kock, 1997), entertainment (Duarte 
and Cavusgil, 1996), and healthcare (Orava, 2002) require overseas customers to travel to 
the domestic market of the service provider to consume the service. 
Compared to other service sectors, inward service exporters must deal with specific 
challenges inherent in customer mobility to a foreign market. Among these are government 
immigration policies, exchange rate fluctuations, and potential intercultural service problems 
(Bianchi, 2010). Immigration policies and exchange rates affect the mobility and destination 
choice of potential customers travelling abroad. However, once the customer is located in the 
overseas market, customer satisfaction derives from the overall service experience, which 
involves living in a new country, interactions between customers and service providers of 
different cultural backgrounds, and interactions with other customers (Li and Guisinger, 
1992; Reardon et al., 1996; Zhang et al., 2010).  The next section, therefore, will address the 
issue of service experiences and customer co-creation. 
 
2.1 Service Experiences and Co-creation 
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Services are experiences produced by a system of people and physical elements 
connected by processes. Specifically, service experiences can be defined as “the outcomes of 
the interactions between organizations, related systems/processes, service employees, and 
customers” (Bitner et al., 1997, p.193). Customer experiences are therefore multidimensional 
and result from a combination of what is offered (outcome of the service), how it is offered 
(process, context), and the emotional components of the interaction among people (Berry et 
al., 2002; Walter et al., 2010). For this study, customer experience is defined as “the 
customer’s direct and indirect experience of the service process, the organization, the 
facilities, and how the customer interacts with the service firm’s representatives and other 
customers” (Walter et al., 2010, p. 238).  
Customer experience also considers customers as ‘active players’ that perform an 
important role in adding value to the final experience (Prahalad and Venkatram, 2000). The 
service dominant (S-D) logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; Vargo and Lusch, 2008) holds that 
the customer co-creates value in the exchange with the firm and that value is uniquely 
phenomenological determined by the customer (Vargo and Lusch, 2008, p.9). Co-creation of 
experiences reflects customer involvement in the service experience and reflects the 
customers as serving themselves (Meuter et al., 2000), cooperating with the service 
providers (Bendapudi and Leone, 2003; Payne et al., 2008; Vargo and Lusch, 2004) 
adopting different roles within the interaction (Vargo and Lusch, 2008), and overall taking 
an active part in consuming and producing value (Dabholkar, 1990). Thus, the S-D logic 
posits that the co-creation experience is critical to satisfaction evaluations (Edvardsson et al., 
2011). 
In the case of overseas customers, the service experience may involve additional service 
elements and challenges. In order to consume a service in a foreign market, customers must 
travel to a new country that is usually unknown and many times culturally different. High 
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contact between service providers and customers from different cultural background can 
present potential problems of misunderstandings and frustration during the service encounter 
(Liu et al., 2001; Malhotra et al., 2005; Mattila, 1999; Stauss and Mang, 1999; Winsted, 
1997). Additionally, service sectors such as education, tourism, entertainment or healthcare 
involve a range of service encounters of longer duration, and are exposed to many 
complementary service encounters because the customer must live in the foreign country 
while the core service is consumed. This suggests that drivers of satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction for overseas customers involve a wide range of elements that may differ from 
traditional service encounters held in the domestic country of the customer. 
There are two main types of service experience elements: core attributes (what is 
delivered) and peripheral attributes (how it is delivered and where it is delivered) 
(McDougall and Levesque, 2000). Peripheral attributes can be physical (Bitner et al., 1990) 
or relational (McDougall and Levesque, 2000). Previous research shows that core and 
peripheral attributes are positively related to overall service quality and customer satisfaction 
(Butcher et al., 2003). Butcher et al. (2003) finds in a restaurant setting that the more 
experience a customer has with a service provider, the more important the core service 
attributes in satisfaction evaluations. Anderson, Pearo, and Widener (2008) examine the 
relative importance of core and peripheral service components in customer satisfaction using 
data from the US airline industry, and also find that both core and peripheral attributes are 
positively related to overall satisfaction and that the level of customer satisfaction is directly 
affected by customer characteristics. Recently, Walter et al. (2010) observed that not only 
the core service, but also the social interaction and the physical context drive favourable and 
unfavourable experiences for restaurant customers.   
Additionally, previous studies have established that people do not evaluate an experience 
by summing up the emotional responses to transient events that make up that experience; 
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rather, gestalt characteristics (e.g., emotions such as delight and anger) influence summary 
evaluations (Ariely and Carmon, 2000). Experiences such as taking university courses, for 
instance, unfold through a flow of short lived states that may vary through time. We suggest 
that when people evaluate their overall experiences, they do not simply combine the 
intensity of their actual individual experiences, but extract only a few defining features 
(gestalt characteristics) which they combine in an overall summary evaluation of the 
sequences. These include salient characteristics or events such as the most extreme or 
intense situations or the final state of the experience. The results of two experiments show 
that customers make inductive inferences about the quality of the  target category based on 
the information they have about another category even when both categories do not belong 
to the same firm and are merely part of a service bundle (Reimer and Folkes, 2009). Further, 
Kwortnik and Thompson (2009) find that customers are often uncertain of their role within 
experiences. In an international context, the customer is confronted with an uncertain 
situation and with little previous knowledge or experience concerning the service or the 
service context. We will now address literature relating to  overseas customer satisfaction. 
 
2.2 Overseas Customer Satisfaction 
 
Several studies find that service quality dimensions are good predictors of satisfaction 
(Dabholkar and Overby, 2005; Sureshchandar et al., 2002). The theoretical foundation is 
drawn from the expectancy-disconfirmation paradigm (Oliver, 1980). The expectancy-
disconfirmation model remains one of the most widely discussed and tested approaches in 
measuring customer satisfaction, and has been supported by numerous studies in different 
industries (Mittal et al., 1999; Oliver, 1993). This model assumes that individuals evaluate 
offerings’ performances by comparing the perceived performance with their expectations 
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(Oliver, 1997). It suggests that customer satisfaction is related to disconfirmation, which is 
defined as the difference between an individual’s pre-purchase expectations and post-
purchase performance of the service as perceived by the customer (Tse et al., 1990).  
Previous research assumes that customers have the ability to form expectations regarding 
the performance of the service. The expectancy-disconfirmation model suggests that 
customers have sufficient information, experience, and free choice to choose purposefully a 
service that is expected to meet their needs and wants. This implies that customers may rely 
on their expectations only if they are confident in them. However, for experiential overseas 
services such as education or tourism, consumers may be unable to form these expectations 
because the customers may not have previous knowledge, experience when choosing the 
service. In addition, after a choice has been made, switching costs may hinder the possibility 
of any change and customers are locked in a service.  In such situations, expectations may be 
formed from recommendations from others or customer’s beliefs of how things should 
operate (Spreng and Olshavsky, 1993; Wirtz and Mattila, 2001). Overseas consumers new to 
a country are novice customers and are more likely to be influenced by their emotions in 
terms of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the service (Alford and Sherrell, 1996; Garry, 
2007). Thus, overall satisfaction judgements may be derived not only from the functional 
attributes of the service, but also from the consumer’s beliefs and emotions(Westbrook and 
Oliver, 1991).  
Moreover, research has found that the drivers of customer satisfaction may vary from 
customer dissatisfaction; they are not necessarily two extremes of a continuum but rather a 
set of factors that drive satisfaction, and a different set of factors that drive dissatisfaction 
(Cadotte and Turgeon, 1988; Johnston, 1995; Kueh, 2006). Originally, Herzberg (1968) 
discovered that the key determinants of job satisfaction were different from the determinants 
of dissatisfaction rather than part of the same continuum. For example, achievement, 
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recognition, work, responsibility, and advancement were job satisfiers and company policy 
and administration, supervision, salary, interpersonal relationships, and working conditions 
were dissatisfiers. Thus, if the company resolved the dissatisfiers, they would not necessarily 
create satisfaction.  
Cadotte and Turgeon (1988) found that although some factors were necessary to avoid 
dissatisfaction, higher levels of this factor did not increase satisfaction with the service. 
Other research, (Johnston, 1995) found that satisfiers were mainly related to the intangible 
interpersonal aspects of service delivery, and dissatisfiers were related to operational aspects. 
For example, reliability, integrity and responsiveness were the primary drivers of 
dissatisfaction for bank customers, while attentiveness, responsiveness, care and friendliness 
were the primary drivers of satisfaction for the same customers. In the higher education 
context, DeShields et al. (2005) demonstrated that faculty performance (understanding, 
accessible, professional, helpful, provide feedback) and class performance (real-world 
relevance, course scheduling, project/cases) caused student satisfaction, while the absence of 
supportive staff led to dissatisfaction, but its presence did not result in student satisfaction. 
Overall, these studies suggest that different attributes of the service provision may vary in 
their ability to impact satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Vargo et al., 2007).  
 
2.3 International Student Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction 
 
One of the peculiarities of inward service exporters is that the service is usually provided 
at the domestic country of the organization. Thus, customers must travel overseas to receive 
the core service. Customers, however, also receive secondary (peripheral) services related to 
their stay in the host country (Patterson et al., 1998). For example, within international 
education, the core service is what is being exchanged (i.e., education itself). Nonetheless, 
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there are several peripheral services for customers while they are living in the host country 
of the service firm, such as accommodation, security, culture and personal services among 
others. These peripheral services are part of the overall service that is outside of the domain 
of core contents of education, and they can affect the overall customer satisfaction with the 
core service. Furthermore, the core service may take a few days, weeks, or even months to 
consume, which make the peripheral services even more relevant.  Hence, it is not 
unreasonable to presume that they are likely to play a significant role in enhancing student 
satisfaction and even move it up to the level of delight if expectations are exceeded (Fournier 
and Mick, 1999; Oliver, 1999; Rust and Oliver, 2000). 
While the growing interest in student satisfaction research by higher educational 
institutions has contributed positively to satisfaction research in services, the work on post-
choice satisfaction in international education for students from different countries is limited 
(Arambewela and Hall, 2006; Patterson et al., 1998). Previous research on higher education 
shows that students are likely to be relatively satisfied with their experience with the core 
educational service (e.g. lecturers, infrastructure, and course material). However, for 
international students, peripheral services such as living conditions, accommodation, safety, 
cultural activities, socialization, visa and entry requirements may be more crucial and play a 
significant role in enhancing international student satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Thompson 
and Thompson, 1996). Furthermore, drawing on the S-D logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; 
Vargo and Lusch, 2008), the student may also contribute to satisfaction or dissatisfaction 
judgements by co-creating the service experience. Both these issues have not been addressed 
in previous research. 
Overall, the objective of this study is to examine the main drivers of service satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction for overseas customers in the specific sector of higher education, and to 
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identify the role of core and peripheral attributes, as well as personal elements, to the whole 
customer experience.    
 
3. Research Methodology 
 
To address this research topic, we use the Critical Incident Technique (CIT). We collected 
critical incidents to identify and categorize incidents producing extremely satisfactory and 
dissatisfactory service experiences recalled by the customer. CIT is an analytical method that 
uses narratives and self-reported stories to classify specific events, phenomena or 
occurrences, referred to as incidents (Flanagan, 1954). It relies on a set of procedures to 
collect, content analyse, and classify observations of human behaviour (Gremler, 2004; 
Grove and Fisk, 1997). Critical incidents can be collected in various ways; however in 
service research the approach asks respondents to tell a story about an experience they had 
(Gremler, 2004). Thus, it provides a rich source of data by allowing respondents to 
determine which incidents are the most relevant to them for the phenomenon being 
investigated. CIT has been used widely in service research (Bitner et al., 1990; Edvardsson, 
1992; Greenwell et al., 2007; Gremler and Gwinner, 2008; Grove and Fisk, 1997; Keaveney, 
1995). 
There are several advantages for using CIT for investigating satisfying and dissatisfying 
behaviours in a foreign service setting. First, the data are collected from the consumer’s 
perspective , which results in abundant insightful data that reflects the respondents’ personal 
situation and standpoint (Edvardsson, 1992). In addition, CIT generates a comprehensive 
description of situations and events, which offers an opportunity for exploring an under-
researched phenomenon in a quantitative framework (Gremler, 2004). This data can be used 
to inform a conceptual framework that can later be tested (Gremler, 2004). 
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4. Data Collection 
 
Within CIT, data can be collected in a number of ways such as personal interviews, focus 
group interviews, surveys, and observation (Edvardsson, 1992). We conducted semi-
structured interviews owing to the richness of data they elicit (Edvardsson, 1992). To 
explore overseas customer’s drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction, critical incidents were 
collected from international students enrolled in an Australian undergraduate and 
postgraduate business degree program using structured interview in which participants from 
twenty different countries attending an were required to provide details of a satisfying and a 
dissatisfying service experience. 
The interviews were structured around a series of open-ended questions that required 
student participants to provide details of one extremely satisfying experience and one 
extremely dissatisfying experience while they have been consuming their educational service 
in Australia, and explain why each experience was particularly satisfying or dissatisfying. 
Initially, respondents were introduced to the issue for discussion and then provided with a 
consent form to participate. Once consent was obtained, respondents were asked three 
general questions: 1) what country are you from? 2) When did you arrive to Australia? and 
3) what course are you taking? Following these questions, respondents were asked to elicit 
specific incidents of satisfaction and dissatisfaction while they have been consuming their 
educational service in Australia, guided by the following questions:  
1. Think of a time in the last 6 months that you had an extremely satisfying (dissatisfying) 
incident while you have been consuming your educational service in Australia. Please 
describe what happened during this incident. 
2. When did this incident occur? 
3. Why is this incident extremely satisfying/ dissatisfying?  
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Respondents then described in detail the circumstances surrounding a specific critical 
incident, when it took place, and why it was satisfying or dissatisfying. To be used in the 
analysis, a critical incident was required to: (1) have occurred while customers were 
experiencing the educational service in Australia; (2) contain a clear example of satisfying or 
dissatisfying incident; and 3) have been described in sufficient detail for research analysis.. 
Prior to data collection, interviews were held with three overseas respondents to pre-test the 
CIT method.  
The unit of analysis is the critical incident itself. We used content analysis to interpret the 
responses and classify types of drivers of customer satisfaction and dissatisfaction. This 
analytical induction process consists of placing recalled incidents (stories) “into groups and 
categories according to similarities in the reported experiences” (Bitner et al., 1990). In a 
number of cases there were multiple incidents per interview, which resulted in a total of 107 
classifiable incidents, with 59 incidents related to customer satisfaction and 48 incidents 
related to customer dissatisfaction. Overall, our research method involved first coding 
incidents into basic units and then moving to a higher level of abstraction into general 
categories. A second researcher acted as judge to classify the subcategories with a 97% 
agreement on both satisfying and dissatisfying incidents, which met the criteria for inter 
judge reliability for content analysis over 80% (Kassarjian, 1977). Disagreements between 
judges were discussed and resolved through conversation.  
 
4. Results 
The critical incidents were classified using previous research on international student 
satisfaction (Arambewela and Hall, 2006; Patterson et al., 1998; Thompson and Thompson, 
1996). The thematic coding resulted in four categories of drivers of satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction for international students: service performance, personal performance, 
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socialization performance, and the external environment. Furthermore, 24 sub-categories of 
the classified incidents emerged from the data. The results are presented comprehensively in 
Table 1, where the main categories and subcategories are defined and their frequencies are 
presented.   
Insert Table 1 here 
 
5.1 Drivers of Satisfaction for Overseas Students 
When analysing the main drivers of satisfaction for international students, the largest 
category was the external environment (26.7% of incidents), followed by educational service 
performance (25.1% of incidents), international student performance (25% of incidents), and 
socialization performance (23.2% of incidents). 
 
5.1.1 Customer (Student) Performance (25%) 
This category considers the overseas students’ capability to perform well while they are 
undertaking their educational course. It was one of the most frequently mentioned 
dimensions of satisfaction for overseas students, and it includes elements such as learning 
and applying new concepts to real-world problems, achieving good marks in evaluations, 
and obtaining a degree in higher education.  
Achieving high evaluation/obtaining a degree: The ability of international students to 
complete their course work, achieve high evaluation marks in their assignments and exams, 
and obtain a degree in a prestigious country like Australia was mentioned as a driver of high 
satisfaction for international students. This subcategory represents one of the largest drivers 
of satisfaction for international students (with 16.1% of incidents). High marks made 
students and parents proud, and the degree was considered very useful to improve the 
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likelihood of getting a better professional job in their home country. Here are reported 
incidents that exemplify this classification:  
 It was very satisfying when I got good marks because for me I thought it was going to be 
very difficult coming from a South American country, but I worked really hard and it was 
satisfying to get a good mark. (R.12, female). 
 
 This is a Master degree and being an international student it’s kind of hard for me here 
because English is not my first language so when I got a good grade in particular 
marketing research I felt so satisfied because I felt that I can accomplish things and I can 
show to the world that I can do this, even in Australian education. (R.8, female). 
 
Learning/applying new concepts: This subcategory considers the individual capacity of 
international students to grasp new knowledge during their program in terms of theories and 
models and gain professional skills that can be applied to the real world. It requires 
international students to have the capability to understand the language, terminology, and 
methodology involved in the learning activity. This subcategory represents 8.9% of total 
incidents. The following comments of international students exemplify this category: 
I feel satisfied when I realize that I am learning and that I can apply this because I’m also 
working, so when I can see that what I learn here I can apply in my work, I think that this 
is very satisfying.  (R.2, female).   
 
For me, realising that going overseas is extremely important because I can see now a 
day’s how different I am in a personal and professional way, so you get more mature, you 
open your, you can think in a, in a, in a broad way. (R.8, female). 
 
 
5.1.2 Service Provider Performance (25.1%): 
Service performance considers service quality elements related to the core service of 
higher education. It includes elements such as knowledgeable and motivated lecturers and 
tutors, receiving support from lecturers, tutors and university staff members, well organized 
program/courses, high quality installations and an attractive campus, and obtaining a 
job/internship experience.  
Knowledgeable and supportive lecturers, tutors, and staff members: This subcategory 
concerns students’ perceptions of lecturers, tutors, and staff members as being 
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knowledgeable, well prepared, motivated, and supportive towards international students. 
International students highly valued the help and support provided by lecturers or tutors 
when needed. Most international students confront differences in the teaching methodology 
and language which produces confusion and despair, so they highly value empathy and 
support from lecturers and tutors. This subcategory is an important driver of satisfaction for 
international students (with 17.9% of total incidents). The degree to which some 
international students are satisfied is evidenced by the following comments: 
The first month I arrived, I found that the service in the campus was great! The staff of the 
university was very polite and very kind and they explained things very well in detail. 
They were patient with me and that is why I am satisfied, because in China if you ask 
anyone they are not so polite or patient to answer your question. (R. 9, female). 
 
 In my first lecture this semester the lecturer was really excited about her unit. She just 
explained the unit very well and explained why she loved her job and was really happy 
about her job, happy about her situation. It makes it so much easier to study the unit when 
she’s so excited about her job (R.15, female). 
 
 
Well organized program/courses: This subcategory addresses international students’ 
perceptions that the program of study and courses are well organized in terms of outline, 
course material, and complementary information. International students especially value 
when they can see an alignment of information in the different courses taken within a 
program. It also considers the possibility for international students to conduct a 
job/internship experience during their program. This subcategory is a source of satisfaction 
for international students and represents 3.6% of total incidents. An example of this 
subcategory is seen in the following quotes:   
I am satisfied with how well structured things are here. For instance in the first semester I 
felt that all my subjects really supported each other very well and I felt that I learned a 
lot, and I could take things from one subject and use it in another (R.11, male). 
 
I think the most satisfying thing is that I can talk to the authors of the textbooks. I’ve read 
books before that are translated to Mandarin so it’s never happened in my life before that 
I can see the authors in real life! I think it’s a very good experience for me. (R.4, female). 
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High quality installations and attractive campus: This relates to international student’s 
perceptions regarding the quality of the university installations and campus. It includes 
elements such as modern buildings and classrooms, a well equipped library, high tech 
computer labs, gym, and an attractive campus with shops. International students appreciate 
these installations because it allows them to spend the whole day in the university campus 
and facilitates their learning process. This subcategory represents 3.6% of total incidents. 
This is shown by the following comments from respondents: 
It was the beginning of my first semester. The day I arrived to the campus, I found that the 
installations were really good, and that my expectations were met and that everything 
was so organized and there was a very good welcome from the staff, from the teachers 
and that everything was organized for you to feel welcomed to Australia and the 
University, so like my first day in Uni was really happy and satisfying. (R.7, male). 
 
The first day that I visited the campus located next to the botanical gardens was a sunny 
day, a beautiful day! I lied down on the grass and just enjoyed the sunshine and the 
surroundings.  I love the place! Whenever I can, after a lecture or tutorial session, I go 
and take a walk in the park and just watch the birds fly in the sky and you know the sky is 
so blue and the clouds are so white! This makes me happy. (R.14, female). 
 
 
5.1.3 Socialization Performance (23.2%): 
Socialization performance considers the social activities developed by the international 
students while studying for a degree in higher education. It includes elements such as 
meeting people from different countries, experiencing a new culture, food and language, 
learning about new perspectives, and feeling welcomed and accepted by local people.  
Meeting people from many different countries: This subcategory refers to the possibility 
of international students sharing their international experiences with other international 
students thus being exposed to new concepts and ideas. It also gives international students 
the opportunity to make life-long friends that they can visit in their future. This subcategory 
is another important driver of satisfaction for international students (with 17.8% of 
incidents). Examples of critical incidents classified in this subcategory are shown below:   
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It is wonderful to meet different people that I’ve never thought that I could meet and get 
along, especially with the Asian culture, so I think that is this, the experience of new 
things that I couldn’t live in my country such as sharing with other international students. 
(R. 16, male). 
 
I just had Asian classmates in my classes during the two first semesters, so we have been 
studying together and helping each other. I think they are really helpful not just at 
University, but also for going out. (R.2, female). 
 
Experiencing new culture: This is an important satisfier, which relates to international 
students learning about new countries and cultures through food, language and customs. It is 
especially pertinent for international students from homogeneous countries because it allows 
them to learn about perspectives in addition to their coursework. Most international students 
agree that they study abroad not only to obtain a degree but also to have an international 
experience. This subcategory represents 3.6% of total incidents. Here are reported incidents 
that exemplify this classification: 
My friends from China invited me to have dinner at their home and they felt really excited 
introducing me to their food and their customs. (R. 7, male). 
 
At the beginning of the semester the first time I went partying with a Columbian friend 
and I saw different people from other cultures, other backgrounds. In Colombia you have 
very few people that are not Columbian so I was like very pleased to talk to others who 
were having my overseas experience. It was really gratifying and you can learn about 
these people and you see how different you are from everybody. (R. 3, female).   
 
Feeling welcomed and accepted by local people: This subcategory refers to feelings of 
international students being accepted and welcomed by the host Australian people. 
International students value highly the possibility of feeling part of the local culture. It 
includes aspects such as having local friends or being invited to Australian parties, being 
supported by the local home stay families, or working in Australian companies. This 
subcategory represents 1.8% of total incidents. Some examples are:   
My home stay mum gave me a reference letter which showed me that I have a good 
relationship with her and that she trusts me.  She told me that whenever I need a 
reference letter in the future, she will help me. (R. 17, female). 
 
I enjoyed my home stay mother. When I stay in her house, I help her to take care of her 
daughter or help her to do the house work. I keep contact with her and it’s like she’s 
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5.1.4 External Environment Performance (26.7%):  
Host environment performance refers to the elements of the customer’s experience related 
to the host living environment of the international students. Satisfying aspects of this 
category include receiving support from home stay family and friends, visiting attractive 
touristic attractions and having good weather, a well organized city with good transportation, 
and exceptional customer service.  
Visiting tourist attractions/good weather: International students usually travel around the 
city/country while they are studying abroad and it is considered part of the international 
educational experience. Thus, being able to visit beautiful tourist attractions and having good 
weather is an important driver of satisfaction for international students (with 17.8% of 
incidents). An example of this subcategory is seen in the following quotes:   
When I just arrived here, the second week I went to visit the Sunshine Coast and I was on 
the bus and saw the beautiful sunset I was oh, it’s stunning. I was very satisfied by the 
beautiful scenery of Australia. Yes, I love the countryside of Australia. (R. 9, female). 
 
I took the car and drove to the country side with my wife and watched different things. It 
happened after the first semester and after having spent a lot of time on exams and 
assignments finally having some free time and I was able to really enjoy it. It was just 
after the exams, just no plans, just going out to look at different things. (R.13, male). 
 
Receiving support from home-stay family and friends: International students living in a new 
country value having a support group to help them sort out domestic situations of their daily 
life, such as from the home stay families. This subcategory represents 5.3% of incidents. 
Most international students are away from their families and some of them for the first time, 
so they appreciate when local families are kind to them or share some time for conversation 
or a meal with them, as seen in the following comments from international students:    
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I am so excited with the family which I was living with is very caring, they are very lovely. 
The home stay father was talking to me a lot; he helped me in improving my English 
fluency. (R. 1, male). 
 
Well organized city and good customer service: This subcategory refers to the perception 
of international students that they are living in a city that is safe and well organized, with 
good transportation and medical services. It represents 3.6% of incidents. International 
students appreciate high levels of customer service from retail stores and medical staff and 
as seen in the following comments:  
In Taiwan buses are thirty minutes late or sometimes we have to wait an hour just for one 
bus come, so I am very satisfied with the transportation here because it’s quick and it 
saves time. (R. 6, male). 
 
The retail policy here is totally different from China. The customer can return goods, and 
even if they don’t have the receipt they can return it and get the money back. This is 
amazing! (R. 14, female). 
 
5.2 Drivers of Dissatisfaction for Overseas Students 
In relation to drivers of dissatisfaction for international students, the largest category was 
again the external environment (34.6% of incidents), followed by educational service 
performance (26.6% of incidents), international student performance (22.5% of incidents), 
and socialization performance (16.4% of incidents).  
 
5.2.1 Personal Performance (22.5%) 
Elements of student performance were also cited frequently as sources of dissatisfaction 
for international students while studying a course in higher education. However the 
subcategories are not the same. For dissatisfaction, this category included elements such as: 
miscommunication and misunderstandings due to language barriers, feeling overwhelmed 
with the course work, and achieving low evaluations/marks.  
Miscommunication/misunderstandings: This subcategory represents 10.2% of total 
incidents and considers the international student’s inability to speak the local language, 
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communicate ideas to other people, or understand instructions and requirements. Language 
barriers inhibit the capacity to communicate and be understood by lecturers and classmates, 
and they cause great frustration and sources of dissatisfaction. They also hinder the 
international student’s capacity to understand instructions or concepts during the lecture or 
tutorials as stated by some international students: 
When I started my degree, the first assignment that I tried to do, I couldn’t. It was so 
difficult! When you feel that you cannot do an assignment I feel impotence because of the 
language barrier and because of the different way of doing things. (R. 1, male). 
 
Since I don’t have a business background, I am a lawyer and I just arrived to this class 
and the teacher started doing his lecture and I didn’t know anything about it or what he 
was talking about and I felt like am I in the right place? I didn’t understand anything. I 
was so unsatisfied. It was really hard for me! (R. 3, female). 
 
Feeling overwhelmed: International students’ general feeling of stress and a demanding 
work load from their coursework is an important driver of dissatisfaction with 8.2% of total 
incidents. Feeling overwhelmed affected their performance and mood as shown in the 
following quotes:      
Last semester, when all assignments were due I just felt overwhelmed! I couldn’t handle it 
and I felt all by myself. I didn’t know anyone, I couldn’t talk to anyone. I assumed I had to 
do it by myself because in Germany we don’t talk to our professors. (R. 10, female). 
 
The first semester when I started here I just feel confused and lost, lost weight when I 
studied because totally new experience and different way of teaching from the lecture so I 
didn’t get very good and got marks. (R. 4, female). 
 
Achieving low marks: This subcategory represents 4.1% of incidents related to 
dissatisfaction and corresponds to international students’ poor outcomes on evaluation marks 
in their assignments and exams. Low marks led to dissatisfaction when the students believed 
that they deserved a higher mark. This is shown in the following statements: 
I didn’t expect I would get about 52 % in my assignment. Actually I was expecting more 
like about 75%! Then I was totally dissatisfied with that mark, and I went and spoke to 
the tutor, and he told me the few silly mistakes which I had committed. (R. 11, male). 
 
I’ve been recently very disappointed getting back an assignment which I thought I did 
well, but I didn’t and maybe I didn’t understand the criteria that well. I think the criteria 
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were very vague formulated so I just even asked the lecturer how to answer and still was 
did not satisfy some in my belief criteria in the lecturer’s head. (R. 13, male). 
 
5.2.2 Service Performance (26.6%): 
Several elements of service performance were considered as drivers of dissatisfaction for 
international students, such as: low performance /poor participation of classmates, low 
quality of courses/lecturers/tutors or unsupportive lecturers, tutors or administrative staff, 
and an inefficient process.  
Low performance /poor participation of classmates: This subcategory represents 10.2% 
of dissatisfaction incidents and takes into account situations where classmates do not 
participate in the class discussion or do not communicate well enough their ideas because of 
language barriers. This is perceived by international students as a waste of time for them and 
that it hinders the quality of the lecture as mentioned below:    
Sometimes we have really bad presentations from classmates. Their English level is not 
very good and you cannot understand them. If you come to University, you want to learn 
and listen to what your classmate has to say about a specific topic that you really think 
it’s interesting. You try to understand, but you can’t, and you feel like you are wasting 
your time, but at the same time you want to be there, it’s your lecture time or tutorial 
time. (R. 12, female). 
 
I am very dissatisfied when the University accepts people that don’t have the minimum 
requirements in the level of English. They just come and they have to do the pathway, but 
they are not good enough and that is not nice to the other students who have a higher 
English level. (R. 11, male). 
 
Unsupportive lecturers, tutors or administrative staff: This subcategory considers 
lecturers or tutors who are not approachable or supportive and represents 8.2% of 
dissatisfaction incidents. According to respondents, when lecturers or tutors do not reply 
their emails, answer questions, or provide guidance, international students feel high levels of 
dissatisfaction with the course they are taking according to the following statements: 
During consultation time last semester, two weeks before the final submission due, I was 
upset with my tutor because he didn’t explain the concepts enough for me. The tutor is 
supposed to facilitate my understanding, but I feel I am not being assisted at that moment 
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and I feel so disappointed. When I emailed him, he didn’t even reply to me. I’m paying 
too much money here so at least he should answer my email. (R. 8, female). 
 
At the begging of last semester I bought one book from the university bookshop and I 
opened it. After a while I realised that I bought the wrong book. When I tried to exchange 
it from the bookshop they said that they can´t change it because it is already opened. The 
staff in the bookshop insisted that I couldn’t get a refund. So I lost almost fifty bucks 
because I had to sell it to a second hand bookshop to buy another book. (R. 5, female). 
 
Low quality of courses/lecturers/tutors or inefficient process: This subcategory refers 
specifically to lecturers or tutors who are unprepared in class or show limited knowledge 
regarding the subject they are teaching. It also includes courses that have confusing outlines, 
low quality material, problems or mistakes in administrative processes such as enrolment, 
course registration, or lectures/tutorials changes. These affect international students because 
it results in them spending valuable time in solving problems. International students feel that 
this is perhaps the only opportunity they will have to learn new concepts, so they want to 
make the most out of the program and not waste their time and money. This subcategory 
represents 8.2% of incidents related to dissatisfaction. The following incident is an example 
of this subcategory: 
One of my particular courses in my opinion is not very well structured and there is very 
little relationship between the assignments and the lectures. My impression that this 
particular subject has gone through different stages and I think that the content has been 
made in a hurry. I’m not satisfied at all. (R. 13, male). 
 
During the orientation week I went to talk to the staff administrators to see what units I 
was supposed to enrol and make sure I chose the right ones to finish my degree in the 
right time. They told me to pick four units and just two weeks ago they told me that I 
picked the wrong units. They made me lose two thousand dollars and take an unnecessary 
unit and that made me very dissatisfied. (R. 15, female). 
 
 
5.2.3 Socialization Performance (16.4%): 
Sources of dissatisfaction of this category related to socialization performance include the 
following elements: feeling lonely and feeling discriminated against or not accepted by local 
people, classmates, or companies. 
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Feeling discriminated against or not accepted by local/international people: This 
subcategory refers to instances where international students have not been accepted in group 
work or invited by Australians or other international students to their parties or meetings.  It 
also includes instances where local classmates show evident signs of being bored or not 
interested in the opinions of international students, which affects their self esteem and 
confidence. This subcategory represents 8.2% of dissatisfaction incidents. A reported 
incident exemplifies this classification:  
Sometimes I cannot explain things well in class and when we have a discussion group 
with Aussie students, their attitude makes me feel like I am stupid or that I am strange. 
The way they treat me seems like they are thinking like I don’t like you at all and you 
cannot contribute for the class, because when I say something, they just talk among each 
other. Their attitude made me feels like very dissatisfied with my course. (R. 5, female). 
 
Feeling lonely and homesick: International students may often travel alone to a new 
country without relatives or friends. They usually do not know people in the host country 
and therefore expect that the university activities will help them meet new friends. However, 
some international students have difficulty with this process and feel very dissatisfied. This 
subcategory represents 8.2% of incidents related to dissatisfaction. Two examples of 
incidents that exemplify this classification are mentioned below:  
I didn’t know anyone because 95% are Asians and at first I tried to talk to them but it’s 
very hard to bond with them and I didn’t have courses with other Europeans, or South 
Americans so I was lonely. (R. 10, female). 
 
While I was living in Sunnybank, which is on the south surrounded by mostly Asian 
students or Asian families, I was trying to get involved with an Aussie group in the pub. 
But this seemed very hard for me to get into a conversation with them because they 
thought that I was a foreign guy and they wouldn’t be able to understand what our 
culture is or understand what we’re saying and it’s kind of a frustrated for me because I 
really want to get to know them. Because if you get involved with them, then you learn 
more from them, but they seem to not accept it. (R. 6, male). 
 
5.2.4 External Environment (34.6%):  
Several elements in this category were considered by overseas students as leading to 
dissatisfaction, such as being insulted by other people, poor customer service, differences in 
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food and retail operations compared to their home country, and problems in everyday life 
situations such as accommodation, health services, safety.   
Problems in living conditions (accommodation, health services, safety):  Elements of the 
environment in the new country such as safety, accommodations, and healthcare services can 
cause problems for many international students because they involve aspects of their daily 
lives. This subcategory is one of the most important drivers of dissatisfaction for 
international students and represents 16.2% of incidents related to dissatisfaction. In 
particular, activities such as finding an appropriate accommodation lease are a source of 
anxiety for international students and a source of dissatisfaction for many international 
students because of the way they are treated by property rental companies and other tenants. 
Here is a reported incident that exemplifies this classification:  
It is difficult dealing with my property agents. They they’re not well organized. That day 
we got a letter from the property agent, as they do every three months, they come and do 
an inspection and take some pictures of the of the unit for the owner, and this letter said 
this date between maybe ten o’clock in the morning and four o’clock in the afternoon they 
would be coming someone for the inspection and someone had to be home. So I stayed at 
home, waited for this person, but they never showed up so and when I called them they 
said oh this person is sick! I wasn’t satisfied. (R. 13, male). 
 
Being insulted or discriminated against by local people: This subcategory represents 
10.2% of incidents related to dissatisfaction, and occurs when international students receive 
verbal of physical signs of discrimination. Asian international students are frequently 
screamed at and told to leave the country. Others are insulted by locals because of their 
racial background. This produced feelings of fear and despair and much dissatisfaction. 
Some reported incidents that exemplify this classification are shown below:  
Recently I was waiting for a bus and someone looked at me and said “go back to your 
country!”. I was just waiting for the bus to come. It was a man who looked a little bit 
messy, he was Australian….and then he just stood there and looked at and just said go 
back to your country. This has happened to many Asian students. (R. 4, female). 
 
I didn’t have a nice conversation with a bus driver and he treated me badly. It is the sort 
of discrimination that exists in Australia but the majority doesn’t like it. (R. 1, male). 
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Differences compared to home country: This subcategory refers to the inability of 
international students to purchase their preferred food or spices, or situations when there are 
differences in store hours of operations or customer service in Australia. This subcategory 
produces dissatisfaction for some international students and represents 8.2% of 
dissatisfaction incidents.  Reported statements that exemplify this classification are shown:  
I don’t like the food here. It’s very dissatisfying. If  you go to the supermarket in my 
country you can buy twenty times or twenty different tasty cheese, but here there are no 
different cheeses; in fact it’s all just tasty cheese, tasty cheddar cheese, tasty whatever 
cheese and where’s my cheese? They don’t have it. (R. 10, female). 
 
The first days I arrived and it was seven o’clock at night and I wanted to go out shopping 
for some groceries but everything was closed. In my country everything is open until late 
and this make me feel like this is a little town which closes everything at six o’clock. I felt 
like there’s no life in this city because I didn’t have any other time to do my grocery 
shopping and I just needed this time to do it and I couldn’t achieve to do it because 
everything was closed. (R. 3, female). 
 
 
6. - Discussion and Conclusions 
 
From the data, we identified relevant categories of the drivers of satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction for international students using CIT methodology. The categories identified 
were: 1) international student performance, 2) educational service performance, 3) 
socialization performance, and 4) external environment. The findings of this research show 
that evaluations of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for international students are composed of 
functional attributes of the core service (service performance), and elements of the peripheral 
service (conditions of the host living environment as well as relationships between 
customers and service providers). In addition, satisfaction/dissatisfaction judgements are  
impacted by the performance of the international student (customer performance). Thus, 
these findings contribute to previous research that suggests that both core and peripheral 
attributes are positively related to overall satisfaction (Anderson et al., 2008), and to the S-D 
 27
logic theory by showing that the overseas customer co-creates value in the service 
experience (Berry et al., 2002; Walter et al., 2010).  
When looking specifically at the core service, performance drivers of satisfaction for 
international students are having knowledgeable and motivated lecturers and tutors, 
receiving support from lecturers, tutors and university staff members, well organized 
program/courses, high quality installations and an attractive campus. These findings are 
consistent with previous studies which find that service quality elements are good predictors 
of satisfaction (Dabholkar and Overby, 2005; Sureshchandar et al., 2002). The data also 
identified that poor performance or participation of classmates, low quality of courses, 
lectures, or tutors, and unsupportive lecturers, tutors or administrative staffs were relevant 
drivers of dissatisfaction for international students. This outcome reflects the literature on 
customer participation in co-production (Bendapudi and Leone, 2003) which highlights the 
issue of self-serving bias where, in certain circumstances, credit is taken by the individual 
for success, but the partner is blamed for failure.  In particular, Campbell et al. (2000) found 
this to be the case where strangers were required to work together, which is often the case in 
tertiary education in which group work is part of the assessment. It was noted in this study 
that classmates from other cultures were blamed for poor results. It is not clear whether this 
self-serving bias also relates to the service provider in terms of quality of lecturers and 
tutors, but it was particularly notable that customer affect with the service provider played an 
important role in overall satisfaction evaluation of the service. These findings are consistent 
with previous research that suggests that functional elements as well as affective reactions 
impact service satisfaction judgments (Alford and Sherrell, 1996; Garry, 2007; Oliver, 
1993). 
The findings of this study also support the notion that peripheral attributes of services, 
specifically physical and relational attributes, are positively related to overseas customer 
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satisfaction (Bitner et al., 1990; McDougall and Levesque, 2000; Walter et al., 2010). 
Several peripheral services are relevant for overseas students while they are living in the host 
country, such as accommodation, socialization, and personal services, all of which are 
outside of the domain of core contents of education. We find that these peripheral attributes 
play a significant role in enhancing student satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the overall 
service. Thus, salient characteristics or events regarding the social interaction and the 
physical context drive satisfactory and unsatisfactory experiences for customers (Reimer and 
Folkes, 2009; Walter et al., 2010). In fact, performance of the host environment is the 
strongest diver of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for international students, although this 
result may be due to the nature of this service. For example, nice weather and beautiful 
landscape are both drivers of international students’ satisfaction. This point supports 
research by Alves and Raposo (2009) who found that emotions play an important role for the 
satisfaction of students in higher education.  
Another contribution of this study is the finding that personal performance of 
international students also drives service satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Drawing on the S-D 
logic, overseas students participate as co-creators of value in the educational service, which 
is critical to satisfaction evaluations. Given that the student or customer must play an active 
role as a co-producer to achieve a satisfactory performance, language barriers, insecurity and 
learning difficulties affects the learning experience. It is apparent from the personal 
performance drivers of dissatisfaction that outcomes such as feeling overwhelmed, achieving 
low marks and miscommunication are derived directly from these personal performance 
problems. This poses a difficult problem for service providers who may not be able to 
influence these feelings of dissatisfaction despite high quality service provider performance 
and a good external environment. As acknowledged in the co-production literature, increased 
levels of customer participation can result in loss of control over perceptions of quality. 
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Vargo and Lusch (2004) argue that it is a high priority to understand customer experiences 
and to develop innovative ways of co-creating value with them.  As “interactivity and doing 
things with the customer versus doing things to the customer is a hallmark of S-D logic” 
(Lusch et al., 2007, p.11), universities as service providers can develop mentorship schemes, 
buddy systems, dedicated language resource staff to improve personal performance.  This 
will hopefully to rewarding feelings of being able to achieve a goal and making their family 
proud of their performance.  
Moreover, our findings support the notion that drivers of customer satisfaction differ from 
the drivers of customer dissatisfaction (Cadotte and Turgeon, 1988; Johnston, 1995; Vargo 
et al., 2007). Some of the subcategories were found to elicit satisfaction when present, but 
their absence did not cause dissatisfaction, which is in line with other research(Vargo et al., 
2007). For example, achieving high marks were more important for international students for 
satisfaction evaluations, but not having high marks did not elicit dissatisfaction. Only low 
marks that were considered unfair led to dissatisfaction evaluations. Similarly, problems in 
living conditions such as accommodation or healthcare were a strong source of 
dissatisfaction for international students, but their absence did not affect satisfaction 
evaluations. Finally, a critical attribute that created either a positive or negative impact on 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction was socialization performance. For international students, 
meeting people from other countries impacted satisfaction evaluations, and the opposite was 
felt for international students who did not socialise or felt discriminated.   
Overall, the results of this study suggest that the service experience for overseas 
customers is multidimensional and results from a combination of what is offered, how it is 
offered, and the emotional components of the interaction among people (Berry et al., 2002; 
Walter et al., 2010). It is therefore important that service providers acknowledge there are 
four categories of drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for customers in the higher 
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educational context, and the relevance of each of these categories. This has implications in 
terms of staff training, empowerment of employees and recruitment. Furthermore, these 
service providers must also consider ways to enhance and promote socialization among 
customers since it leads to increased levels of overall satisfaction with the service.  
 
7. – Limitations and Future Research 
A key limitation of this study is the sampling frame that consists exclusively of 
international students attending a University in Australia. Future research should consider 
other educational sectors and different countries.  In addition, the data is cross sectional at 
one point in time; therefore longitudinal data could help explore the international student’s 
ultimate experience at different points in time such as graduation or post-graduation where 
students recall retrospectively their experience. Finally, future research could be undertaken 
with quantitative methods to measure relative importance and significance of these factors 
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